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AB STRACT 

Schools are more and more called upon to accomodate 
students' differences in background and experiences; this picture of 
diversity includes the growing number of one-parent families. 
However, educators need to be cautioned against expecting "trouble" 
from the child from m one-parent family. The diversity among research 
findings suggests that while, as a group, single-parent children tend 
to have more behavioral problems in school and are at greater risk 
terms of truancy and dropout rate, the likelihood of any particular 
child having cognitive or behavioral problems depends upon 
interaction of many factors. Among those factors are the 
child care arrangements; the number of siblings; the 
child's environment in both the home and school; the 
nurturing the child receives; the age, sex, and race of the ch 
the socioeconomic level of the family; and the circumstances 
surrounding the separation of the parents. Therefore, the only 
accurate answer to the question of whether single-parentness 
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harmful to a child's academic or behavioral development may well be. 
It depends." (RDN) 
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I lu >!cncr;iluMiv cducaiorv ha\c assumed ihai children living 
Hiih iUie p.ifcni ha\e more irt^ubk in school ihan children trom 
tv%0'pircnt !;imilieN An ihe numher ot singlc-pareni families has 
groHn. HO has concern about the well hetngol their children. I his 
concern h;iN gi\cn rise neu research a well as to ree\ammations 
K\\ work conducted durmg the IMNN and IM'^tK. I hesc ne\% studies 
nuiiLafc th.it the situatu»n is inttch more complex than ortginally 
thought I lu cstniiLiRc i>t li\ing in a smglc-paicnt hiimc \ancs 
grc.itl\ .uviuding ti» j i.itgc lunnhcr of factors W hile statistics ;iic 
hclptul .IS .it-iisk indiLatois. da>-to-da\ dealings with students 
>htni''i hct!iiidcd bv stioiig Lonsideiation ol the paiticular circum- 
stances i»l I he ifuli\idu.il child 

l*r«»rile of SinRle-Parenf F»mnies 

Kctcnt census figures and icscaichf data mdicatc the single 
p.nvnl l.iniilN isi\pkan> headed b\ a uorking mothcLand iiicMn- 
pansitn tf the tuo-parent lamilv haNfewci tinancialiesmirces aiul 
♦ends t4i rclt»cate inoie i>tten (S. 9. I ^) 

I igurcN .iNit >hi»\\ thai the number i>t such lamilies is burgcimmg 
Hu'ianksot Miigle patent lainilics swelled to more than ''(r , mthc 
last iUvadc n.Hn 11^ all lamiliesin I^^Oto W ^ m 19T9 Among 
hi.uk t.unflics the statistics are even more striking iicarlv 4*^' ^ i^f 
l.tpisht s au- headed h\ t»nc parent \rnonj! uhrte laniilics. 14' , ju* 
Miit!le-paicnt. and amoii^ Sp.inish^speaking laniilres. aic 
*ingle»p.ircnt CHciall. one-parent families are more prevalent in 
Xrncne.m cMie^ ftian in ruial areas |9S2 figures show that 2U' . i»t 
latTuIies jivini: m Ntaiidard nictii»pi»htan areas are vingle-paient. 
et»nip-iu*f viifh 15'. Ill ruMvnetiopoIitan areas 1 1 M 

i hfi'M^'tiitur ihe tiuniri V. 1 2 million ehildieii one out ol li\e 
areuou tivniirin oiie-pa?erif l.tiiiihes. and a milium more are being 
added to thai ti>tal eadi year I eniale-hcaded families, uhuh 
t'oinpnse 9 out iM 10 i»ne-pafent families, are :ncreasing KMimes 
as quickK as two-parent lamihes fKj Ihe Hureau of ( ensus esn 
mates that 4S' i of all i hildren bor n fodav in this coimtfv will spend 
at least a vear itving with one parent I MM 

Ihe tvpieal thiee^peison tamitv headed b\ a singU' mother 
iiperates im an average vearU rncimie of §"^,0.^5 just a httle more 
than a third of the avragc income jS2fh4IM)? «»f the tvpicul tour- 
person tamdv headed b. a father and mother (91 Partly bccairse of 
reduced income that icsulls from removal of one parent, usiultv 
the father. sirrgle-paTcnt families tend ti» reU>cate more often A 
t9ti0 longitudinal fitudy of 26 Sidioohi in 14 sutte!^ foumf that 
one-parent families with elemcmary schwt children tend to 
rcliKratc tw icc as f requently as twcvparent families: at il^ secondary 
krvcl the ratio was three to one 

In addition \o being more mobile, women heading Mngle-|%inrnt 
famihes are often employed outside the home. Among female- 
headed lamilie«i with urhool-age irhiidren, 72^ ( of the women <tre 
employeu. compared with 59^ j employment among mothers m 
two-parent families (4>. 

Are HiBgir-PareiH C bttdrea Af-Rbk in School? 

Early re^arch ha^ indicated that ehitdreo from !4i|g}e-fiarem 
families scored signifrcanilv lower on achievement tests, had more 
behavioral problems m school and received lower teacher-assigned 
grades than did children in two^paitrnl familiei^ (.^) However, 
recent work feexaminii^ eartor research for methodokqiiicai and 



statistical adequacv tempers some o! these findings and concludes 
that single-parent children aiv at les> academic risk than previously 
thought rV II. 14) 

Hetherrngton et al (.^» in a review of studies, found the 
drflcrcnces between children m one- and t^o-paient families on 
tests oi intelhgenee and aptitude are usuallv small and become less 
significant uhcn siKUKvonomic status is considered. Ihev notethe 
dilfcrence in IQK'tv\een children in single- and tuivpaient lamilies 
is smaller than the difference m teacher-assigned grades and postu- 
late that the giearci disparitv in grades ma\ be dtie ti> 

• teachers pcrceiv mg studentsuh*' do not 
ii>nlinni to school iiuitirics and rcv^iiirc- 
ineiits as less competent 

• students' luiKtioniiig in sehool being 
affected b\ home ciMulitu'iis Miiroiirul 
nig separatum and divorec 

• children having le*s tmie fi>r homework 
Keause of htui'^chold and child -care 
tasks 

\e\%er ^tuifu^ if»v hi>vve\cr. ciMifjnn eailier findings regarding 
the behavuM »»t single-parent ehiUticn KcHaicheis generalK agree 
that. Ill lelatiiMi ti» twc»-parent ehi(il»eri one pareiU children 

• are absent, truant. and tardv more i'freri 

• have les> ellieient v^iMk oi snufv habMs 
a .in more drstupnve in the i LisMiUMii 

• <it the >ec»wufarv level, visit m-stbool 
health clinics nit re often 

• are rniiie likeU to iff tip mil of Mh«ui! 

Recent res^Mreh has also found that parents' diviuce tends to 
luve longer lasting and more scriou*^ effects on the behav u»r of 
bit\s than on girls. Among bi»th b4Us and gwls. the absence of a 
father b\ death rs k^sNdetiimenfat than abst'Ui educ tothc voluntary 
separation «if the parents r'^) I oi children *>f divorec. behavior 
problems Mieh as disoK'drence. aggfessit>n, and exirssivedemands 
for aucntKMi are mirst treifucnt during the first lU4» vears after 
the divonre and then tend, to decrease OV 

Although rei^areh indicates that: as a group, singtc-parenf 
children exhibit more behavioral problems, and that many factor* 
negatively affecting aehievenvnt and behavioi may be nwre 
pa'vakrni in one-parent honies. single-parentness is not iKi-essardy 
Ihe problem ( I4| f or example, rn a N.'XFSP studv (S». u^ng sub- 
sidized scbotd lunch paitkipafion as a prosv lor famtb rncomc. 
data on 14,49.1 students in grades 7- 1? indicated thai farnilv income 
and the sex of the student had a greater effect on achievement rank 
than did the absence of a parent (usualU the fatherf in the home.^ 

Several uudie% havi? found that kingte-parem ehtldrcn actually 
function better than chiidreii in conflict ^ridden famitte*. and one 
study foumf children of diviuccd parents to m«»re tndepemfent 
m schoi>l and at h*tme 

Because W(vrking womett usuallv head stngie-parent families^ 
many huve aj^^umcd thai th«!ir ehiUiren $huf(cr the doubly harmful 
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effects of loss ol oik p<irenf and lack of attcmion from ihc irthet, 
Altht»ugh theic has hccn lUfIc research on the cflccts.of malcrnal 
rmpUnmem on nnc-parcnt families, existing studte?^ do not 
support popubir a!i«»umptions. Ihe evidence sugg^ts that tf i 
adequate provisions are made (or child care and maintenance K>iJ 
household routines, maternal cmpk*\mcnt nia\ have no advcr^*"^ 
effects on chiidfcn <7l One e\c ption to this findmg is that it a 
mother hegins to HOtk at the time of divorce or shorilv thereafter, 
the preschool child mav tend to exhibit a higher rale ot behavioral 
dtsordcis 



The Minority Singie*Parent f-smil^ 

While there has Kren a great deal ol rescaich 4>n the singlc-furem 
child, most studies have dealt Hith the etfccls ol divorce but have 
neglected laige numbers of families m which the inotncf ncvei 
married I uithermore. little work has been done on how the 
experience of hving in a singkr-parent (usually latherless) house- 
hold differs according to such factors as race and urban versus 
lUfal habitation Such factors ma> be imponani. As Hcthenngton 
et al (3> note, the presence of extended lamiliCN and community 
itetW4irks annmg blacks may make the single-parent experience 
significantiv ditlerent for black children. 

With regard to achiesement, studies of black children, like 
iiiteriacial studio, show small and nonsignificant ellects of one- 
parent rearing (3) I here IS some evidence, however, that thesiKial 
and emotional adiustmera ol urban black children both from 
single-patent and two-parent families mav be hindered by the 
"Litchkev phenonwniin/' a term used to desLiibc the mca*asing 
number childicii who. tor a certain number of houis each dav. 
ate expected to caie l4>r themselves without the supeiv.sion tif an 
adult. Although this phenomenon mcurs m all siKiocconoinic 
groups, it mav be more prevalan* amon^ urban, black elcmentarv 
sch4Hf| children, where the rati»> may be as high as one in three (b). 

In their siudv of latchkev childa*n in grades 1-6 in a black, urban 
pariK'hial school. I ong and I ong lound that such children often 
suffer increased fear resp4;nses and insecurity, and. because thev 
(requcntlv are not allowed to invite friends to their himies. es- 
penentv a seru>us curtailment of siteiali/ing plav (M. 

On the other hand, older studies indicate that the child-rearing 
practices 4>f workmg mothers in lower siHriocvonomic groups and 
in one-pafcnt IumwIIv female-headed) families mav be superior in 
some wavs to the piaciices ot other mothers in enhancing the siHial 
and enuitumal adjustment ot their childivn. Working mothers are 
more hkelv to create structured environments for their childrrn and 
to be more coiiMstcnt in deahng with them (4> C onsistency and 
stf ucture have been shown to facilitate the adjustment ol children 
who arc under sttcss {\) 

in terms *»! hope and expcctatu>ns t4>r iheir children, black single 
mothers .Iff rH> dilferent \%o\w all othei mothers Black miUhers 
whtisc inain.iges have ended 4>r who never mained have been 
tound to be iu> less .ixpinng lor ihe edacati4>nal achiesemenl of 
their children tliari are nuKheis in two-parent families (3) 



Tlif Sfiiglt-Pftmit F»i^y and tfcr Sdmll 

A recent study of* parents and teachers f ound that teachers had 
lower expcctaliorH of children trom singfc-irarent families (5k 
LikcwiM:* parenu pcrceivicd that teachers wouW have lowtrr 
expectations such children I he findings suggest that teachers* 
negative expectations f or single-parent children may haveaneliect 
on performance, and under>core the need for teachers and admini- 
strators to exercise care in dealing with single-parent children and 
iheii parents Ihe literature contains a number of let'oni- 
mendations: 

leachersandadministrdtorsshouldavoid using pejora- 
tive language (e.g.. broken families) and cxprcssmg 
prejud.^.al attitudes toward single-parent families, 
and should be flexible in scheduling parent-teacher 
conferences (I. 9). 

• Schoi>ls should provide curricula that do not perpetuate 
the **typical family" myth ol v^orking father, stay-at- 
home mother, and two chikircn. tin fact, ony T'i of 
ti>day s American families fn this mold) (9). 

• Administrators should keep clo*c records on single* 
parent children; requests by noncustodial parents for 
report cards and school records should be granted 
(I. H. 9). 

• School personnel should recogni/e the needs of single- 
parent families bv wav ol special services for teachers, 
parents, and chiklren. these services may include 
provision of in-service seminars for educators that 
tan teach them to recogni/e symptoms ol stress in the 
classroom; discussion groups for children and or 
their parents, led by nhool counselors or outside pro- 
fessionals, and inlormational materials and reading 
lists for single parents Irom vanous organizations (9. 
10. 12) 

Summary 

Unlav, schoids are more and more called upim to aa-omodaic 
students* differences in background and expenences. this picture 
ol diversity also includes the growing number vX one-parent 
lamilies, Ihmever. e4;'icators need to be cautioned against 
expecting "trouble" from the child from a one-parent family I he 
diversity among research findings suggests that while, as a group, 
single-parent children tend to have more behavioral prohlen*.; in 
schiTol and arr at greater risk m terms of truancv f nd dropout rate. 
thchkelihiHid of anv particular child having cogmiive or behavioral 
problems depends upiin Ibg interaction of manv factors. Among 
!hin^ factors are the adequacy of child care arrangements; the 
number of siblings, the structure of the child scnvironment inbtHh 
the home and the school; the amount of nurturing the child 
receives; the age. sex. and race of the chiUi; the siKuKConomic level 
of the tamilv;and the circumstarKTs surrounding the separation of 
the parents I herefore. the only ac<'urate answer to the qm*stion 
of whether single-parentness is harmful to a child's academic ik 
Inrhavioral development mav nell be. "^It depends 
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